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INTRODUCTION 


This 1964 fire event was one of largest in the Lower Forty Eight, to that date, for the Bureau of Land 
Management. The logistical challenges of obtaining firefighters and equipment provided clear evidence 
of a need for a central support facility. This fire storm moved what became the Boise Interagency Fire 
Center, from the talking and wishful thinking stage and into the planning needed to make it a reality. 
With the subsequent designation as the National Interagency Fire Center the facility has become both a 
National and International resource. 


TRIBUTE 


A belated thank you to the hundreds of men and women who fought those fires on the ground, in the 
air or in support thereof. It was a great mix of Agency, Private and Ethnic groups. They did an 
outstanding job of handling whatever Mother Nature threw at them. 
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PROLOG 


The spring seasons of 1963 and 1964 in Elko County were abnormally wet. The 
result was that in 1964 there was heavy production of vegetation. Sandburg 
Bluegrass seed heads reached over 20 inches in height, with commensurate 
growth of the other bunchgrasses. On old burned areas the Cheatgrass was shin 
high on a tall cowboy. When the rain stopped abruptly in mid-May it turned hot 
and dry and all that vegetation quickly turned into fire fuel. In early June the 
District experienced several man caused fires. Some of them were extra period 
fires untypical of the usually High Desert nighttime low temperatures and high 
humidity. These events continued on into July. On July 20, a harbinger of what 
was to come, the Sunset Fire started on Boulder Flat East of Battle Mountain. It 
raged day and night eventually burning East across the Tuscarora Range and 
down into the Maggie Creek valley north of Carlin. On July 23 it had reached 
30,000 acres and still moving. We had 250 men on the line backed up by 27 
bulldozers, 2 helicopters, 6 TBM Air tankers, and numerous pumper units. When 
the fire was finally out, there were 700 fire fighters on the line. The final tally 
showed 51,000 acres burned, one barn burned and a bunkhouse damaged. Fifty 
cattle died. 


By August 1 there had been 75 ignitions and over 80,000 acres burned. After the 
Sunset fire we got several days of reprieve. Our Elko crews got a rest and 
equipment maintained and repaired. On the evening of Thursday August 13, a 
large black column of smoke was rising from down town Elko. | commented to 
Betty that | was glad that was someone else’s problem. (As | would find out later, 
BLM was involved in a slurry drop on a burning structure which caused a dustup 
with the Elko Fire Department, but that’s another story). Without any BLM fire 
activity our family left for Utah on Friday after work for a short vacation. 


Our vacation lasted little more than24 hours. On returning to my folk’s home 
Saturday night, after watching the local rodeo, their phone was ringing off the 
hook. Elwin “Moe” Price told me that a severe lightning storm that had crossed 
the District from east to west and that the Elko District was burning up. My 
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Presence was needed ASAP. A plane was sent to pick me up at Richfield, UT. 
When Betty and | arrived at the airport, we were surprised to find that the 
runway had no lights. The airfield manager said not to worry. He parked his jeep 
with lights on at one end of the runway and had Betty park our truck at the other 
end. The pilot landed using his lights and vehicle headlights as markers with no 
sweat. Taking off in the same manner we arrived at the Salt lake airport a couple 
hours later. In the meantime the lightning storm was crossing the Salt Flats. The 
pilot elected to let the storm pass before we tackled the Elko leg of the flight. We 
made it to Elko at daylight finding the valley filled with smoke and the western 
horizon obscured. As we landed | was astonished to see what looked like a South 
American Revolutionary Air Force parked on the tarmac. | learned that they had 
just showed up uninvited. A few that met government standards were pressed 
into service. However the bulk of aircraft used were already under contract to 
one of the Federal Agencies. 


THE STORM 


In the early afternoon of August 15, 1964 a massive weather front hit the west 
side of the Elko District. It was loaded with lightning and no rain. By midnight 
it had covered the District east to west leaving fifty or more fires in its wake. 
Initial attack crews from Elko, Battle Mountain and Winnemuca managed to 
put out at least forty five of the igitions. These suppressions would not have 
happened in the early Sixties. Back then all we had were well-worn Army 
surplus trucks as tankers, that could break down at the city limits. 


The Winnemuca crews worked on one in the far west end of the District and 
ranchers took on one near Jiggs, south of Elko. Those remaining burned into 
four major complexes. The Palisade, southwest of Carlin, Maggie Creek North 
of Carlin, Boulder east of Battle Mountain and Willow Creek North of the 
Boulder Fire. By Sunday August 16, Boulder had crossed the Tuscarora 
Mountains and merged with Maggie Creek ( as did the July 20 Sunset 
Fire).The August 16 New York Times reported that 175,00 0 acres had burned 
.The Elko Free Press reported that smoke had reached 20,000 feet and that 
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pilots were using oxygen at 14,000 feet. It was cited by State Officials as the 
largest wild fire situation ever for Nevada. It may have been equally so for the 
Bureau of Land Management except perhaps for Alaska. 


FIGHTING THE FIRES 


The Interagency Fire Center concept was still just an idea in the minds of a few 
fire managers. So we had to tap into the sources we knew of to get the needed 
manpower and equipment to take on the massive task ahead of us. By Sunday 
morning there were 1000 fire fighters on the line supported by seven air tankers 
(old navy TBMS), four Helicopters, numerous bulldozers and pumper units. The 
fire managers held firm on using only trained fire crews which included Indian and 
Hispanic crews from New Mexico, Idaho and Montana. Hispanic farm worker 
crews came from Vale Oregon. The exception to the “only trained crew” rule was 
use of several ranchers who worked on initial attack near their property before 
BLM crews arrived. Local Ranchers also continued to man the Jiggs fire. Overhead 
teams were rushed in from the Nevada, Idaho, Oregon, Colorado, Arizona and 
California BLM Districts to provide leadership on the fire lines. Nevada Governor 
Grant Sawyer declared an emergency and activated Army National Guard 
Batteries from Winnemuca and Elko to provide logistical support. 


Sunday’s weather was fairly cooperative. Although the temperature was in the 
nineties; the winds stayed mild. By Sunday night reports from the Boulder- 
Maggie and Palisade were reporting some containment and/or successful line 
building. Willow Creek however made a big run and was now 40,000 acres in size. 


There was optimism Monday morning that some progress would be made that 
day. But By noon the winds had come up and all three complexes lost a lot of 
ground. The two smaller fires; the 400 acre Jiggs Fire and the one staffed by 
Winnemucca crews, were under control. To add insult to injury a man caused fire 
we named the Sherman Creek ignited at noon just east of Elko. About the same 
time the Grindstone Butte fire, a sleeper from the lightning storm, was reported a 
few miles southwest of Elko. 
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There were few resources left to fight the new fires let alone supplement the hard 
pressed crews on the big complexes. By evening the Sherman Creek fire had 
burned 20,000 acres despite continuous slurry drops. Crews from the nearby 
Nevada Youth Training center and equipment and operators from the adjacent 
Interstate highway construction project were pressed into service. The 
Grindstone was small and we contained it with slurry until it could be manned. 
With backs to the wall Managers sent out requests for another 1000 fire fighters, 
which pretty much used up all the available trained crews. 


Air operations set records on Monday. By then there were 15 planes dropping 
Bentonite slurry. The Elko Free press reported that 28,000 gallons were applied 
to the fires. The air traffic was so heavy that the FAA set up a control tower. Use 
of the airport was restricted to firefighting operations. An exception was allowing 
United Airlines to land and takeoff on their twice daily Salt Lake City/ Reno flights. 
A plane with some reporters was also allowed. Takeoffs and landings were 
coordinated at one and two minute intervals. It was reported that the Elko 
Airport on that day handled more traffic than Los Angeles International. On 
Tuesday the use of Bentonite was discontinued in favor of the new mixture called 
Firetrol which had more residual effectiveness after the water in the solution 
evaporated. 


On Tuesday there was again optimism, and hopes of getting containment on the 
large fire complexes. The Sherman Creek which had reached 60,000 acres and the 
Grindstone were staffed with containment in sight. The weather turned fickle on 
the west side of the District. A cold front came out of the south shortly after mid- 
day with high winds and no rain. It moved the Boulder side of the Boulder-Maggie 
complex 20 miles in two hours. Managers were getting frantic calls from 
Tuscarora Saying the fire was threatening the valley. Fortunately they were just 
seeing the smoke that ran far ahead of the Boulder and Willow Creek fires. Elko 
Free Press personnel were on the Boulder fire and reported the black cloud 
approaching. They had noted beforehand that the deep ash of the burned area 
would make an ideal seed bed for broadcast seeding. The high winds created a 
black ash cloud cutting visibility to zero leaving no ashes. 
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Air operations continued at a high pace. Another 38,000 Gallons of slurry was 
dropped. Takeoffs and landings continued with 150 sorties between 2:00 PM 
8:00 PM. The storm front left several thousand acres of new burned vegetation in 
its wake. The temperature dropped and with it came higher humidity. It was the 
break that was needed to get control of the fires. 


With Tuesday nights much needed break in the weather, a major attack was 
made Wednesday morning on the Boulder-Maggie Creek complex, the largest 
complex not yet contained. Seven hundred and fifty people were on the line plus 
an unknown number of ranchers and ranch hands. They were supported with 21 
bulldozers, 22 pumper trucks and up to 15 air tankers and 15 helicopters. The 
Willow Creek fire was also under attack but with fewer resources. The crews on 
that fire experienced some line loss but made considerable progress toward 
containment. The other fires were out, contained and/or being mopped up. 


On Thursday, mop up continued on Boulder-Maggie Creek and on Willow creek. 
When the smoke had cleared over 225,000 acres had burned. For the season well 
over 325,000 acres of the Elko District had been devastated. 


THE AFTERMATH 


With the other fires out the onerous job of demobilizing began. By Thursday we 
had built up a large pool of people and equipment. This fire event then became 
typical of high desert sagebrush/grass fires. The fires continued to burn until the 
weather cooperated and then it was all over. The major problem in this case was 
that the fires kept burning day and night, always getting bigger. It was 
complicated by the man caused fire on Monday that exceeded our ability to cope, 
hence a continued build-up of people and equipment. By Thursday we had 
amassed: 


2200 Firefighters, 
300 Fire line overhead, 
64 Bulldozers 


22 Pumper trucks 
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215 vehicles (Transports, trucks, 215 miscellaneous pickups, etc.). 
18 Helicopters and 23 winged miscellaneous aircraft. 


The demobilizing-task took several days. The Air Force again helped with 
transporting the New Mexico Indian and Hispanic. organized crews back home. 
Other organized crews went home by charter aircraft or in their own busses. The 
Equipment on loan from other BLM Districts and other agencies came with crew's 
drivers and operators, who took care of themselves. The biggest chore was 
sorting out the hired and rented equipment (aircraft, trucks, bulldozers etc.). 


Cleaning up the paper work took much longer We borrowed a dozen or more 
Administrative Officers from Nevada Districts and from surrounding the States. 
They sorted out equipment contracts, bill for local food and supply purchases, 
flight log for aircraft usage, pay for the organized crews and many other details. 
This took a lot off coordination with the Nevada State Office and the Denver 
Service Center. | was extremely grateful to the Elko administrative staff and the 
borrowed Folks for their excellent work. 


A big problem from beginning to end was lack of logistical.support. We also 
Identified the need for well train and experience overhead teams, both on the 
fire line and with our headquarters. Managing the HQ was a learn-as-you-go 
experience for me. Our fire line overhead teams performed admirably well under 
very extreme conditions. Those teams dealt with those conditions using their 
previous experience and innate talent. They would have been better served had 
they have had tactical and organizational training to go with their past 
experience. 


Our experience plus recent large fires in other States brought to the forefront the 
need for a BLM Fire logistics facility of some sort. A facility that would provide 
support when a fire event exceeded local capability. Within a year (1965) BLM 
started that kind of facility in Boise. Ground was soon broken near the Boise 
Airport for the first buildings that would become the Boise Interagency Fire 


Center. BIFC concentrated not only on logistics. but on standardized training of 
26> 
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firefighters, their bosses and managers. This was a big step in the right direction. 
This is evidenced by the centers growth into a National and International 
operation. 


WHILE THE FIRES BURNED 


Late Sunday afternoon, State Director Russ Penny and Public affairs officer Bob 
Wilbur joined the fray. They took a big load off those of us working in the Fire 
Management and Dispatch center by handling inquiries from the media, 
concerned public and politicians. Non-the-less, when Betty returned home on 
Monday she was inundated by media callers hoping to catch me at home to get a 
change of socks. 


Always the innovator Russ was thinking of ways to help suppress the fires. He 
came up with the idea of seeding clouds over the Tuscarora Mountains and 
managed to make that happen. Unfortunately, there was so little moisture in the 
clouds that no moisture hit the ground. He was also looking ahead at the task of 
rehabilitating the vast burning areas. He brought in his resource folks from the 
Nevada State office to help. After our 6:00 AM to Midnight shifts in the Dispatch 
office Moe Price and | met with Russ and his crew to help devise a strategy for an 
aggressive program to replace vegetation and reduce soil loss. By the time the 
fires were out we had a strategy worked out. Russ started working with the 
Washington Office and the Nevada Delegation to secure funding for what would 
be a major undertaking. He also worked with Nevada officials to have the Nevada 
Air National Guard photograph the burned area. The photos were a key tool in 
planning the rehabilitation work that would follow. 


On Friday with the smoke gone, Russ and | met with the ranchers impacted by the 
massive burned area. This was mainly to discuss proposed rehabilitation. We 
also took the opportunity to express appreciation for services rendered by many 
of the ranchers and their employees. Some ranchers also took the opportunity to 
critique our suppression efforts. Of course Russ took that in stride, letting them 
vent, while doing a great job backing our suppression actions. 
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The Nevada Army National Guard set up kitchens on the Boulder Flat and Maggie 
Creek fires. While this eased the logistics of feeding the crews on these large 
complexes, we still had to get food to the other fires. There were a lot of dry 
rations and sandwiches eaten out on the line. The Elko restaurants and cafes 
were taxed to the. point that when serving non-fire people they ask patrons to not 
select sandwich makings (ham, cheese, chicken etc.). 


At one point some local ladies decided they should help feed the fire fighters. 
They contacted the local radio station and ask them to put out a call for 
volunteers to help. When ask who had authorized the effort the station folks 
were told it was BLM (not so). So the call went out and things were well under 
way before we became aware. It was a tough call to tell these well-meaning 
ladies that there was no way we could ferry crews to town to partake of their 
generosity. 


Despite the dustup with the Elko Fire Department alluded to in the Prolog, the 
Department laid fire hose lines from a fire hydrant on the west side of town to the 
airport to support the slurry operation. This was critical to the air support that 
used over 100,000 gallons water for the slurry mix. | don’t recall that the city ever 
billed us for all that water. | 


Elko Fire Management Officer, Bob Carroll, was in the air every day providing fire 
intelligence for crews on the line and relaying information to the HQ to help with 
logistical decisions. He logged enough frequent flyer miles to take him to Paris. 


There were many stories from the fire lines. One that resonates was told by 
tanker Crew Chief Reed Braithwaite about loading the tanker from a livestock 
watering trough. As the crew waited Reed spotted a Coyote warily approaching 
the trough. Standing stock still they watched Senor Coyote drink from the trough 
ignoring the two legged onlookers. He trotted off but returned several times. 
The Elko Free Press recounted the story in an editorial and noted that “Mr. Colt 
has been credited with creating the “great equalizer,” the Six-shooter. but old 
Mother Nature has had her own brand of equalizer since time began. When 
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there’s no alternative, you take fear in your hand and you join your enemies and 
drink from the same cup.” 


Tanker Boss Matt Trontel told of birds flapping wings trying hard to escape, only 
to be sucked back into the fire by its fierce turbulence. 


Considering the number of firefighters, vehicles, heavy equipment, extensive air 
operations and the ferocity of the fires our safety record was quite good. While 
we had one fatality, it was not fire line related. Pilot Clay Farnsworth delivered an 
overhead team from Idaho and was returning home when he flew into a 
mountain a few miles north of Elko. 


Rancher Melvin Jones and mine worker Calvin Ballinger received serious burns 
when they tried to build a line on the Palisade Complex and were trapped. They 
had to ride Joneses tractor through the fire to safety. | met Mr. Jones at the 
Rancher meeting on Friday, both hands heavily-bandaged. A couple weeks later | 
saw Jones, an excellent horse trainer, at the county fair. Hands still bandaged he 
put his horse through its paces in the cow cutting contest. 


On lighter note, an accident at the High School football field should be 
mentioned. The school permitted us to use the field as a staging site for incoming 
fire crews and their dispersal to the fire lines. The field was also used for 
demobilizing after the fires were out. District Operation Chief Alan Tripp and 
Range Mgr. Sid Grover were in charge. Late arriving crews from a Montana Indian 
Reservation were held in reserve on Wednesday. Apparently bored with no 
activity one of the boys shinnied up the flag pole. Lacking the skills of a big city 
fireman he slid down the pole too fast and broke his leg. Tripp and Grover assured 
me that he was making a weather observation, hence a work related accident. 


Because of the erratic fire activity at least one pickup and one truck-trailer 
burned. After the Boulder fire was out | saw the remains of the truck. Under the 
engine compartment, the engine was reduced to a big puddle of melted 
aluminum. Another truck-trailer and D-8 came up missing. It belonged to the 
Burley District. Jack Wilson the Burley D.M. sent Chuck Bate and three other men 
in search of it. Chuck tells of finding it at a cow camp with some ranch hands 
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asleep in the shade of the trailer. The equipment had been “borrowed “by the 
rancher during the Tuesday afternoon storm, to protect his cow camp. The ranch 
hands said they had plowed about a mile of line around the cow camp Actually 
the fire got no closer than three miles from the camp when its run was stopped 


The storm and resulting fires got nationwide coverage from the media. The Salt 
Lake City and Reno papers had daily coverage. Best of all the Elko Free Press did a 


great job covering the fire storm, the daily fire situation and suppression efforts 
This Friday Aug. 21 1964 Editorial puts a cap on its weeklong coverage. 
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‘To ‘All Those On Th 


The heartfelt thanks of everyone | 


who lives in. Northeastern Nevada go 
today to the more than two thousand « 
men who were on the front line of de- 
fense. in combatting the tagie range 
fires. : 


Veterans of World War i and -. 


Korea Have said that war is a few 
Moments of hard action punctuating a 
“Tong period of boredorn. For the. fire- 
‘fighters, this also hold true. © : 
.  ¥or all the time they spend on hot 
firds, they spend more time making . 


Sure a cold fire cannot flare up again: © 


They spend - time eatiiig, and they 
spend time moving to a firéline; and — 
; they. ‘spend, time waiting for a wind 


to die down so. they fan begin finding ~ 
the fiew fireline aid moving on to it. 


_ Occasionally, they ate ‘able to get 
_. alittle sleep. 


. Dirty: and tired, they, ac what-they-—"Fhanks!—B. ae 
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are aiid — ‘nhoving: in of a. Hireline, : 
backed : ‘ip. by tanker bombérs - and. 
tankér truéks that supply water. - 
Dirty and tired, they face thé fire, 
knowing a. sudden wind could HOw it 
right on over them. : 
Dirty. and tired, they aes that i ae 
they Have to jump over 4 fireline; and 
take a deep breath when they. do; their. .+ 
Jungs will be peininlty — perhaps: : 
fatally—seared. a ¥, 
There is no glatior - in “fighting. asi : 
fire. The men wall. done’. Bistankes, = 
work Jong hours... - ar 
But ‘there jis the’, satisfaction: Of: = 
having finally won" out ° “Over. the: =| 
flames. pan 
‘And ‘from: all ak us. whe: » weted then = 
“there is:the congratillations that’ ¢ain- Ei 












‘To all\ those on’ “the firelines, 
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